This paper demonstrates that the bird and the mountains phrase in Ps 11:1 compares well with a common metaphor relating to siege warfare and military conquest found in Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions and considers the resulting implications.
Morgernstern sought to solve some of the difficulties in 11:1 by emending MT ‫צפור‬ ‫הרכם‬ ‫נודו‬ to read ‫כמו-צפר‬ ‫,נצודנה‬ arguing that Psalm 11 should therefore be aligned with a practice of soul-hunting which he argued was found elsewhere in Ezek 13:17-23 and Lam 3:51.3 This has not been widely followed and the majority of modern scholars translate the verse fairly literally, with support from the LXX and Vulgate.4 Notably, the proposal in LXX would require only a minor variation of the Masoretic text, rendering the latter's awkward direct address to the bird ‫צפור(‬ ‫הרכם‬ ‫)נודו‬ as ‫צפור‬ ‫כמו‬ ‫הר‬ ‫נודו‬ or ‫כצפור‬ ‫הרים‬ ‫.נודו‬ This creates a more comparative reading, closer to the simile commonly found in the Assyrian material.5 Several scholars have proposed less radical emendations to 11:1 including Dahood's proposed reading "how can you lie in wait for my life and pursue me like a bird?", but in light of comparisons with the Assyrian examples the literal rendering is to be preferred.6 It is unclear where the quotation that starts with ‫תאמרו‬ in 11:1 finishes, with some scholars viewing it as limited to "flee to your mountain, bird", while others view it as continuing to 11:2, and the majority interpret it as encompassing the entirety of 11:1b-3.7 Here I follow the latter as the siege warfare language in 11:1-3 fits well with an interpretation of a two part psalm, with the counsel to flee in 11:1-3 followed by a response from the psalmist about trusting in Yahweh in 11:4-7. Attempts to propose an original setting for the psalm have not been successful. Gerstenberger views it as a cultic disputation psalm, while Kraus and Weiser also associate it with the temple.8 However, given the military language and its connections with siege warfare in 11:1-3, it would be possible to view the origin of the psalm's composition as within a besieged city. That said, given the fluidity of poetic language it would be unwise to speculate too much in this regard, though it is worth note that although poetic language may be metaphorical at times, it does not always have to be. The image of a bird fleeing to the mountains is always pejorative and linked to military defeat in the Assyrian inscrip tions and the other biblical examples, to which we will turn momentarily.9 It retains these connotations in 11:1, where fleeing like a bird is contrasted to taking refuge in Yahweh. Given the overarching theme of the psalm is of trusting in Yahweh to defeat the wicked, the counsel to flee is presented as a negative suggestion, to be rejected, contrary to the actions of the righteous. Some have interpreted v2 metaphorically, generally along the lines of the psalmist's than sparrows. In any case, the interpretation of the psalm does not hinge on the species of the bird and for this reason we prefer to read with MT and the Assyrian examples and translate "bird" in a general sense. enemies waiting to ambush him in some way.10 The archers waiting to shoot in the dark, however, suggests an image of archers blockading a city to prevent escape.11 Night was a common time for attempted escapes under the cover of darkness as well as for sorties sent from the city to attack the siege machines or the armies of the attackers.12 The foundations of 11:3 have also been interpreted metaphorically, as the "foundations of society".13 Surely, however, a more literal reference to the foundations of city walls-which could either be battered by the attackers or tunnelled through or beneath-makes better sense.14 In each verse of Ps 11:1-3 there is a reference to an aspect of siege warfare: firstly, fleeing like a bird to a mountain (which we will come to below); secondly, archers waiting in the darkness; and thirdly, foundations being destroyed. It seems likely, therefore, that 11:1-3 describes a siege, whether a historical situation or as a metaphor for the psalmist's distress. This metaphor would only work if siege warfare was a phenomenon known to the ancient audience and if the bird and the mountains imagery was recognisable as having military associations. Although in its current form Ps 11:1 is particularly close to the Assyrian inscriptions, Ezek 7:16 and Lam 3:52 demonstrate that the motif of birds in flight as an image of human flight from the enemy in the context of warfare was known in Judah. Although these texts are aware of the negative connotations of birds when combined with warfare, Psalm 11's use of image is more specific than these, closer to the examples seen in the Neo-Assyrian inscriptions, to which we will now turn.
Analogies of the bird fleeing to the mountains language are found in Assyrian royal inscriptions from Tiglath-Pileser I (1111-1077) to Esarhaddon (680-669), usually symbolising flight and defeat in the face of Assyrian military forces. Vetus Testamentum 67 (2017) 1-10 without number reaching high to heaven."26 Na'aman proposes the reconstruction of "like the nest of an eagle" on the basis of an inscription of Sennacherib on the Taylor Prism that reads "On my fifth campaign: The population of the cities Tumurrum, Šarum, Ezāma, Kibšu, Ḫalbuda, Qūa, (and) Qana, whose dwellings are situated like the nests of eagles, the foremost of birds, on the peak of Mount Nipur, a rugged mountain, and who had not bowed down to the yoke".27 It seems that there is a connection between portrayals of an enemy king as a bird and his city as a nest, the city was then portrayed as a cage when the Assyrians blockaded it, trapping the king (bird) inside it. Similarly, when the king fled his city (nest) the avian depiction continued and the fleeing king was described as a bird fleeing to the mountains.28 It is notable that the Assyrians sometimes depicted cities as mountains, and thus, depending on context, the image of a bird (king) fleeing to a mountain could be interpreted as a king fleeing to another city.29 Thus we might also ask-similar to Nadali's observation that the "bird in a cage" imagery hid the fact that the Assyrians had been forced into blockading a city-if, on occasion, the use of the bird fleeing to the mountains simile functioned to gloss over an Assyrian failure to capture the enemy king. If an enemy king had successfully fled to another city it would require further effort on the Assyrians behalf to capture him; in this context, the bird-mountains motif that characterizes the enemies as fleeing in fear may serve to distract from the Assyrian failure to capture them the first time. As noted earlier (fn. 19) the use of animals as metaphors for kings was not limited to birds, but in the eighth-seventh centuries the avian motif seems to have been a particularly popular one in the Neo-Assyrian inscriptions. This common use of the bird-mountain motif in Assyrian texts dealing with siege warfare contribute strongly to an understanding of Ps 11:1-3 as using military language. As noted above, although the biblical texts sometimes use a negative associated with height and rocky terrain (i.e., mountains), cf. Job 39:27-28. 29 City walls constructed by Assyrian rulers could be compared with mountains, thus, "I raised (the wall of Sippar) as high as a mountain". Besieged cities could also be described as mountains: "three mountain peaks which float in the sky like clouds, I besieged those mountain peaks", also "if a city rises like a mountain peak before the sky". See "šadu A", CAD 17: 56-57.
image of a bird to depict the consequences of warfare, in its current form and context, Ps 11:1 is closer to the Assyrian inscriptions. Questions about the possibility of a relationship between the two should therefore be asked. As Aster has noted, negotiations between attackers and defenders often took place during sieges, designed to convince the defenders of the power of the attackers and thus the futility of resisting further. 30 He also argues that the inhabitants of besieged cities in Judah would have known some of the ideology and language used in order to negotiate surrender, due to the Assyrians possibly using a pre-prepared negotiation text, as well as the prevalence of sieges.31 Furthermore, Aster suggests that it is possible that the Judahite population would have retained some of the expressions the Assyrians used when besieging or negotiating with a besieged city: the language of the Assyrian royal inscriptions would thus have become part of the oral narratives of the sieges and conquest of cities in the land of Israel. These narratives certainly reached the inhabitants of Jerusalem, who were aware of the Assyrian sieges on Samaria and Lachish and were likely exposed to their own siege in 701.32
Given the similarity between Psalm 11 and the Assyrian examples, this is a possibility that merits consideration. Aster notes that the Assyrian annals, summary inscriptions and display texts of the Neo-Assyrian kings all use similar motifs to communicate imperial ideology to both subject peoples and the Assyrian population.33 However, the bird and the mountains imagery seems to be a literary motif rather than a pictorial one which could be understood regardless of linguistic barriers. This suggests three possibilities. that Aster may be correct in his proposals of the phrase being orally transmitted. However, due to the lack of evidence it seems unwise to speculate too much about which of these possibilities is correct, though the possibility of the transmission of an Assyrian phrase into Hebrew thought, and especially into a psalm, remains intriguing.34
Contrary to Morgernstern's proposal of a post-exilic date, the close parallels between Ps 11:1 and the Assyrian inscriptions, combined with the other biblical texts (of which the latest appear to be exilic), suggests that Psalm 11 would perhaps be better dated to the pre-exilic period.35 Motifs pertaining to siege warfare were more likely to be common prior to 586, when Judah had multiple fortified cities and was more likely to engage in siege warfare, thus making it more likely that the author and the audience would have experienced it and would recognise motifs and imagery associated with it. The bird-mountain motif is certainly prevalent in the Assyrian material and, with the possible exception of Psalm 11, no examples of this motif have been found in post-exilic texts. Thus, although by no means certain, it seems for the moment that the weight of the available evidence falls more on the side of a pre-, rather than a post-, exilic date. It is widely recognised that the central motif of the psalm is of trusting in Yahweh in the face of crisis but the bird-mountains motif in 11:1 and the military language in the subsequent two verses demonstrate that the crisis is portrayed in language pertaining to siege warfare. Siege warfare was a protracted affair with multiple phases of battle which made it a useful metaphor for the psalmist. As Beaucamp notes, "En face du scandale d'une triomphante 34 Cf. Crouch's comments on Aster's proposals, where she notes that although the general trend Aster depicts is probably accurate, the means of transmission he focuses on are concerned with power rather than content. She argues that even if translation of Akkadian texts into Aramaic for the sake of dissemination to the public did occur, the relationship of such texts to the originals would be problematic and may have diluted the Assyrian elements; C. L. Crouch, Israel and the Assyrians: Deuteronomy, the Succession Treaty of Esarhaddon, & the Nature of Subversion (ANE Monographs 8; Atlanta, 2014), p. 149 n. 6. 35 Morgernstern notes that ‫אפל‬ (11:2) occurs only elsewhere in Psalms and Job; ‫מנת‬ (11:6) only occurs in Psalms, Jeremiah, 2 Chronicles, and Nehemiah; ‫עפעפים‬ (11:4) only occurs in Jeremiah, Psalms, Proverbs and Job; and ‫זלעפות‬ (11:6) only occurs in Psalms and Lamentations, cf. Morgernstern "Psalm 11", p. 231 n. 19. With the exception of the occurrence of ‫עפעפים‬ in Jer 9:13, which Morgernstern acknowledges dates to the late pre-exilic period, he views all the other examples of these terms as post-exilic and therefore dates Psalm 11 to the post-exilic period. However, Morgernstern was clearly unaware of the prevalence of the bird-mountains imagery (11:1) in Assyrian inscriptions when he put forth his arguments for a post-exilic date for the psalm.
Vetus Testamentum 67 (2017) 1-10 injustice, on se demande ce que fait le Seigneur (v. 2-3). La résponse, c'est qu'il attend son heure. Il sait ce qui se passe (v. 4), et son jugement viendra en son temps (v. 5-6)."36 A besieged city would often have to withstand multiple attacks from the enemy and wait for an opportunity to make a decisive counter-attack if they hoped to win the battle without resorting to negotiation.37 The author uses this as a metaphor to portray a situation where the psalmist hopes to withstand the attacks from the wicked (11:2-3) and trusts that Yahweh will act decisively to defend him (11:5-6). Whether the counsel given to the psalmist advising him to flee and his response to trust in Yahweh stem from an actual experience of siege warfare, or whether the language of siege warfare is used metaphorically to express a different crisis is open to interpretation. Questions about the close similarity between the bird-mountains motif in 11:1 and the Assyrian inscriptions cannot be answered fully here but may be worth further consideration elsewhere.
